THE  ENGLISH  RENAISSANCE

he only learnt a little Greek in his old age, was one of the
saints of humanism. He had been to his age what Erasmus
was to the age of Henry VIII. Unlike Erasmus, however.,
he was a great poet in the vernacular language as well as a
brilliant scholar and master of Latin prose and verse. His
famous Italian sonnets and lyrics have an exquisite finish and
elegance of form and style that made them the admiration
and despair of European poets for centuries. In his hands
poetic art in a vernacular language seemed to have reached
the standard of craftsmanship that had previously been
attained only by the great Greek and Roman poets. It was
not, however, only the workmanship of Petrarch's poems that
attracted the attention of sixteenth-century poets. It was
also the conception of courtly love to which they gave ex-
pression. This conception was undoubtedly derived from
Dante, the early Tuscan poets, and their predecessors, the
troubadours of Provence, but in Petrarch's hands it underwent
a change that made it appear to be something new and ex-
citing to the men of the Renaissance. It was more per-
sonal, more complex, and more introspective. The vogue of
Petrarchismo was at its height in Italy at the very time of
Wyatt's visit. In 1525 Vellutello had published the first
elaborate life of the poet and Bembo, the great humanist,
had recently edited his poems. Soon, like Byron three cen-
turies later, Petrarch was to fascinate Europe by the "pageant
of his bleeding heart". When Mercutio mockingly compared
Romeo's mistress to Petrarch's Laura, every educated mem-
ber of Shakespeare's audience understood the allusion.

Wyatt is not a great poet, but he is a great and a memor-
able pioneer. He abandoned the conventions of the long
poem and the allegory which had hampered the late-
medieval poets and had produced the monstrosities of Lyd-
gate and Hawes. He gave a new dignity and a new power to
the short poem: "That to have wel written in verse, yea and
in small parcelles, deserveth great praise, the works of divers,
Latins, Italians and other doe prove.35 These are the words
which Tottel uses in the preface to his famous anthology.
Poetry "in small parcels", the short subjective poem dealing
especially with courtly love, was to be the normal form of
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